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Through an analysis of several stories, this paper 
defines the siailarities and differences betveen classic and 
hard-boiled detective fiction. The characters and plots of three 
stories are discussed: **The Red House** by A. A. Hilne; The Jury** 
by Hickey Spillane; a.nd **League of Frightened Hen" by Bex Stout* The 
classic detective story is defined as one in vhich there is a strong 
authorial presence and a great distance betveen the reader and the 
criainal realities of life. The hard-boiled detective story is 
defined as a story in vhich there is less authorial presence and the 
characters theaselves are aore fully developed. This paper concludes 
that although there are differences aaong detective stories, aany of 
these differences occur largely in the author's choice of ailieu and 
stress in characterization. (TS) 
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Flroa its inception eritiolBBi of detective litezatisre has been insiatent 
upon developing a foiMl taxonoay. Aa a reault we are uaed to diatinguiahing, 
folloiring the lead of Dorothy Sayera, aaong atoriee of pure aenaation, pure 
aoalyaiB, and a variety of Mixed typea euMividad according to the preaence 
of det^tivaa who are scientific or intuitive, asateur or profeeaioBal,^ And, 
if Sayem is not aufficiently coaprehenaive to cover all developnents, we can 
oteerve that talee of police procedure, thrillers, and pure detective atories 
exhibit differences alao. Such typing of detective f1rt1nn, hrnirm , makes 
St best an eleaentaxy contribution to understanding, however, eervlng as it 
does aain3y to legitimate popular literature by indicating that it is sore 
eos^ex than it Appears. Kuch sore useful, though still taxonasic, is the 
critical diacuasion that haa eatabliahed the aore genek«l distinction between 
detective literature of the so-called Golden Age and that called Hard-Boiled. 

Ve are all familiar with the diatine|ftion. In the elaasio font of the 
Golden Age, flourishing, between the end of World War I and the 1930 'a but 
nevartheleaa begun earUer and continuing to the present, authors deploy their 
eccentric aaateur detectivea to aolve pussies created by Murderers* ingenious 
attespts to conceal ths outeone of their coaparatively slaple desires for 
wealth or revenge in coaAission of a perfect crlae. The process of detection 
supplies plot, curious traits constitute characterisation, and res^tration of 
order is the the«e of the narrative. On the other band, Haid-Boiled detective 
atorios are touted as realistic portrayals of crlainal life, in these stories 
the detective is In aany ways as low as the criminal, and the solution of the 
crise achieves at best a tentative sense of oxdcr. 

I say the critical distinction between the classic detective fiction of 
the Golden Age and the Hard-Boiled variety Is useful, not because it is absolute 
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l)ut zatheor because It le provocative. One type appeazs to "be the literary 
■anifestation of a conservative point of view, the other a sore liberal oner 
yet, a stuiy of the tiro types reveals no such easy contrast, and one la chalienged 
to explain a fundaasntal siailarity in such apparently disparate foras. As a 
conseauenee ire eoae to see the detective story is both a p!redetermined frame- 
work and a terrain for authors to deploy varieties of social outlook* 

We »ay begin to ex^in this point by exaalning A.A, Milne's ^ Rgd House 
Mystery (1922) t a notk of double itignificance since it appears in aost lists 
of iaportant classic detective works and also was chosen by Raymond Chandler 
for particular scorn in his denunciation of the "unrealistic* Golden Age type 
of 8tory#^ 

As the novel opens, the Red House provides the setting for a Banners tale* 
Its inviting appearance, auiet ataosphere, and function as the home of a well- 
to-do gtnUeaan aark it as the residence ^f an idealicfld British upper class. 
The various house guests, going about their play, and the servants engaging 
in coaic dialogue enforce the sense we have that here is a social microcosa 
neatly structured and ideally set, Milne obtrusively aanages the narrative, 
giving us brief snatches of conversation to establish the central fact of the 
plot*a initlationt the iaainent arrival of Mark Ablett*s black sheep brother 
fron Australia, The author's obtruslveness also i^rovides a brief flash back, 
after the sound of the fatal shot Is heard froa the study, in order to show 
house guests at breakfast. Indeed, as befits a stage writer, whoever we need 
detaU Milne steps in with physical description, for example of the study and 
then of Anthony Gilllnghaa, an uninvited guest soon to becoae the novel's 
aaateur detective, though his background, which Kllne^descrlbes for us, shows 
hia to be without technical preparation for the job. 

The obtrusive author functions to shape the narrative almost as a Dr, 
Watson figure would In other novels and stories, but In this book there is also 
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• «ook WatBon in the pesoon of Bill Beverly, one of the house guests who is 
aequaintad with GilllngMm» As soon as the ffuie is afoot* Gillinghaa ani 
Baverlr bsgin Jooularlj to refer to each other as Kolaes and Vatson aM describe 
their detection aethod with good-natured allusion to the faaous pair, a device 
alwajs reminding ua, of course, that this is a fiction we are reding. 

As for the detection method Itself, Hilne elaborately deserihes it as the 
Ottteoae of Gilllnghsa's reaaciEaUe aeaory. With a deaonstration by Oillingham 
of his reooUeetiott of the precise number of steps at the entry to his London 
club we are given the substantial basis of the anateur*s aethod, and then in 
freauent scenes such as reconstruction of the aoaent of the criae's discovery, 
patient turning over of alternative ejcplanations, and reflection on the relation- 
ships of the house's owner and his secretary, a cousin, we are provided assurance 
that the detection aethod is available to the unaided rational alnd but also 
the possession of a superior person since Giiiin^»« alone has the peculidr*' 
BOBory and disdained process to cany It to fruition. 

Naturally the police are preeent doing their job after the discovery of 
the dead hody, but, as Chandler makes clear, they go about it with dullness and 
Isok of iBsginatlon* Chandler's knowlodge of police pmedure shakes our faith, 
Jars us into recognition of the Milne police as inconpetents, but within the 
novel, managed as they are ^ the author, the police serve merely as ftiendly 
colleagues. Perhaps there is potential rivalry between amateur and professional, 
but it is in no way antagonistic. The amateur simply does the job better in 
achieving the end for which police exiatf maintaince of social order for the 
benefit of those with a stake in society, 

WhUe other diracteristics of the novel may irepteiS^t further the Golden 
Age classic st«cy, what has been mentioned is sufficient to nuike the point that 
the craft of the story is bent to achieve, first, certainty that the world Is 
under control, a consequence of the strong authorial presence. Secondly, the 
author's oraft creates a distance from the criminal realities we my know from 
popular newspapers where msnsation And Irrationality are characteristics of 



BEST CGPY mm\i ^ 

eriae. 1h« distance is great enough to replace the nervousnees one feels about 
the possibilities of order ifhen reading the newspaper with a relaxed tolerance. 
The closed soeiety» the obtrusive authorial presence» and the self-eonsciousness 
about aethod* aeeospanlsd la this ease by jocular tone and reference to fictional 
detectives, sake the story of crlne, as the Golden Age preferred, very such 
a gase. It Is a gMS, thought that laages a world, la this ease a world con- 
structed out of faith la reason, pEreferenee for simplicity, and confidence that 
leisured upper class existence in its patterns and habits re^^ssents civilisation, 

ffhlle the Mllae novel serves as an extresely good exasple of the conservative 
detective stery, It nist be resesbered that the idealisation of detection has 
never been abssnt ttom systery literature. The literary fors we call detective 
story Bakes Its appearance at the tine detectives and off ieial police forces do, 
but there has never been a point in the subsequent history of the foxn when 
those who took the detective for literary purposes did ncrt stress the sasterful 
slnd and the surety of a class-based social ozd«r. Consider even those works 
allegedly based on the actual ex^oits of real detectives. Julian Hawthorne's 
novels about th@ faaous Thoeas Byrnes of New^ York portrays his as a aastemind 
directing froa his office the procedures to protect the deserving froa chaos, 
and though Alan Finkerton's aeaoirs of detective work sdalt to use of isforaants 
and trickery, that is to say standard police practices, the overall iapresslon 
Plnkerton wishes to give is of disinterested application of rational processes 
to aalstairJng soelsl stability. 

1%ese exaapXes of tales based upon actual detective work suggest that froa 
one perspective the detective story is a deliberate ideological creation. In 
this regard we can say that the ideology worics Igr distancing readers froa reality. 
The slapliclty of actives for criae assures us the good old deadly sins prodominate. 
The clarity of the detection procedure, always fulfilled vhen the culprit is 
uncovered|aystifies reality 'by its very eiaplicity, just as ideology nystifiee 
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Iqr slaplifying cause and sffsei. FurthaiBore» the autonoay of the detective 
aovttl*8 wMTld deaenaitieaa ub to fear of the uBkaomi« Whatever surFrlaee there 
uj be are flnsUy eacplained in a vaj that is eoapletely tolerable. And finally, 
viewed es ideolosioal creations, detective etories make alienation tolerable* 
Thins* a^ be oat of our hands, individual power In historical life Mgr^be 
dnbions, but th«re Ss a world, that of the novel, ooaposod of values ^fkoa our 
social ea cpwS^ e s where Individuallsa fluorishes within, be it noted, a well- 
ordered and CM^ete society. Seen under the aspect of ideology the faaous 
rules of the smis so dear to the Golden Age authors and critics are guidelines 
for designing a product to affect resders' consciousness of theaselves in the 
world in the sans way that on a soaewhht baser level advertising stressing the 
desirability of a youthful appearance influences our habits of hygiene and dress. 



rroi another perspective, however, this description of the Id^ogic&l 

detective novel is too slnple. All detective stories, sfter all, sust be about 

the ssae thing, *h that in any fiction of crljie solving theze is a tendency to 

elosnre inherent in the nsrzative. Though resolution of the plot say result in 

but a brief restoration of order, return in the story to conditions as they were 

at the beginning eonstitutss an assertion of normative order. Furiheraore, If 

an Author uses a detective At all , inevitably there reeuXts a auggeetion of at 

least limited individual force of aind or ability to reconstruct oixler. 

these literary laperatives of a detectiie novel are aodif ied but not trans- 
it 

eended. To be sure Philip Msrlowe's self-conscious Irony about detective work 
contributes to our finding a theme of aeditation upon values in his adventures, 
and his satiric eye for slesBy details aptly represents a corrupt, connodity 
society! yAt, it is only the degree to which Chandler carries all this that differs 
frcm other detective writing. Self -consciousness and awareness of detail are 
part of the form consistently whether Golden Age or Hard -Boiled. Chandler's 
aehievMient Is great, for his craft Introduces a significant portrayal of modern 
Aaerica into detective fiction. We make too much of his diffeiences from other 



BEST COPY AVAILABLE 

detective ifritezs, however, If we do not observe that what he achieves Is within 
the dsBands of foxstilA. 

The genersl principle I am arguing here may be better illustrated by reference 
to Xess great works than Chandler's | for es^ple, a Nero Wolfe story* A work 
such as League st ^tightened Men (1935) written at the time that Golden Age 
sitories begin to yield their place to Hard-Boiled ones appears something of a 
hjrteld of the types* Ibe plot offers the material of a pusslei how does a presumed 
villain effect the seeming accidents that are frightening a group of fotner 
college class mates? Wolfe's clients whose lives and careers have diverged so 
since they participated in the college prank that injured one of their number 
hardly constitute a closed society but they are its modified version - a micro- 
cosm of the eollege trained, middle class, population of the American northeast* 
Many are thorouglily unllkeable people, as Is the falsely accused pssudo-villaln, 
80 when the story ends we have little confidence of a^paradlse regained* Still, 
order Is restored and these typical figures are to go about their business 
freed of some of their guilt and fear* 

Kybrldytoo, Is the tone of the story. Archie Coodwin» confidant and Watson 
to Wolfe's Holmes » talks tough, likes dames, Is at odds with police authority, 
will use his fists and wink at the law* But it Is mannerism, Archie Is always 
at the service of his great detective, adjusting his evaluations of people and 
events to Wolfe's authority* Speaking of mannerisms^ we note Wolfe is almost a 
parody of the eccentric whose constellation of personal traits engender the 
Idea that his mind and abllltJes are unique. Reggie Fortune, Philo Vance, and 
Lord Peter Wlmsey have been updated. Gourmet and orchidologist on a scale bejyoml 
the impractical, peculiar in dress and ritual In ways that are the stuff of 
popular magasine personality profiles, Wolfe Is the traditional detective living 
the commodlfled life style while embracing the values retailed in popular Images 
of the urban upper class* 
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irolf«*» stor.laa ara hybri&e ye4&» but not of incoapatibls types of story, 
for utai VoSf 9 rsprsssnts is adaptation of the basic detectlva stozy fora to 
» B0ir satting. In hU case it iA the big ABerioAn city where the range of 
•ooiaX eertitu&e has been restricted. To allow his detective to function Rex 
Stout aust emeance hi» in a broimstr*^e islar.1 of stable » ordered living and 
aoke him content with bringing orde. i a llai;;^ scale. Ibe brownstone Island 
iMges the classic detective under siege» perhaps, but it lit in his nature to 
carry on. 

Kaybe Kero Volfe la a set-up. So. then, let's think of ths toughest of 
the tou^, a detective who works among the lowest types society has to *ffer. 
who coaes up against dope and prostitution as well sa brutal auzder - the crlaes 
that are the daily fare of newspaper readers. How about Mike Hamer? T^lng 
constantly about the "real* world and the way it works, unblinking in the face 
of violence and socIaI incoherence, it would seen that by the tlae he appears 
lA lAe Jury (19'^7} twenty-five years after Hilne*s tans little cotintry house 
story the detective story had undergone considerable change. Of course it 
hsd. but whether the change has been fundaaental enough to reconstitute the 
lupexatlves of the font Is the question. 

There la nesct to no detection aethod in a Hajuter story, at least so far 
as that laplies reasoning through dues and aotives. Nike eaploys in exaggerated 
fora the aethods we are told the pftllc»an dreaas of » relentleesly hunting down 
the guilty, breaking and entering to gain evidence, terroeing witnesses and 
others to get Inforaation, and, as the title of the first novel suggests, ren- 
dering Justice laaedlAtely and infallibly. Other detectives have allowed themselves 
to becoae surrogate executioners (Reggier Fortune and Fhilo Vance for exaaple) . but 
it is Kike's alssion to complete in hlaself the entire crlninal justice systen. 
The vigilante purpose is accompanied in Nike Kanmer by unfaltering certainty 
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In 8pe«eh uA Attitude* None of the doubts of HarXoHs for him. His hatred of 
evildoers who have offended his sense of honor as well as the continuously felt 
dislike of wosea and non-white people are deeply structured Into his personality. 
Not only are his aotlves slAplSf so too are the mcttlves of others In his world. 
Profit and self*proteetlon are the asual ones for nuxder, and where a character 
such as the svU feaale psychiatrist Charlotte Manning Is concerned the cauae 
of her actions la deviance froa the behavior Mike, and she herself, know is natural 
for woaen* 

Surely these features are distinct froa classic detective stories, but 
what la their effect? Still, the world is aystlf led. The presence of violence 
and shoddy rackets provide topicality, but in turn they are explained and removed 
Iqr a directness as lacking in soclalycoaplexity as any detective story exhibits. 
The very esceesalveness of the scenes of resolution - the fasous shooting of 
Charlotte la the belly as she stands naked before Nike - induce a sense of 
finality that obscures doubt. The world aay harbor bed people, but surely it 
would not» If they were all dealt with in Mike's way. 

Kaaaer is not a asaber of a group intrinsically elite. He is neither a 
gentlsMui nor refined in intelligence, but he nonetheless is a superior Individual 
within his aellen, for he alone has the clear will to act. As for tin nelleu 
Itself, it only appears to be realistic, in the sense of being a counterpart 
of the actual historical reala of readers. When Spillane writes he creates an 
environaent as dlatanoed and sealed off as writer does. Thou^ he doea not 
obtrude hiaself Into the narrative to achieve this and dispenses with a fictional 
recorder, his hand is evident in the aagical behavior of Hammer. In other words, 
every retder knows Hamaer's life is just es auch as Cilllnghajn's, Marlowe's, or 
Wolfe's a fantasy. In this case it is just that the fantasy is for those un- 
bothered if they have authoritarian daydreams. 

Though Spillane 's ideology is never far froR iJie suitace of his story and 
la usually presented directly tb -ough Mike Hammer's speeches on lew and order. 
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OM eumet attrllmte the Ideology *8 iiipaet solely to the author. What he has 
done lA to eicpXoit the poselbilltieo that Inhere In the fora of detective etoriee 
la the tint ^oe» The literary neeeealtlee of cloaure, crialnality. Individual- 

latie detective, and a dlataneed world exist already for him to develop In his 

do 

peeuliar ll^t. Ths tolerable violenoe of his subject natter does not ^violence 
to the literature* 

It im not ay intention to explain away differences eaons detective stories. 
Instead it Is to point out that the differences occur largely in the authozs' 
choice of aelieu and stress In ehaxaeterisation* The social world of Kaxd«Bolled 
detective fiction has been fra^ented and, therefore, soaewhat greater weight 
lies i^n the detective as he proceeds to reconstitute the order disrupted by 
crlae, but reconstitute it he does, because that i» his function whether In 
aean streets or the houses of the country gentry. Because of these generic 
deaaads the eoasarvative alnded author has an easier tlae of it* Critics of 
the social order asy achieve a populiat outlook (see the Contlnefttal Op ic 

^ Harvest^ ) or produce satire as do G.J}.H. and Karguret Cole or Hayaond 
Chandler, but where Is the radical or revolutloaaxy Marxist's detective story? 

In sua, the teras Hsrd-BoUad and Golden Age are exaaples of synecdoche, 
i part of the detective narrative, subject to alteration, provides a classification 
of the whole* Synecdoche has soae value la oriticlsa, but it cannot overshadow 
the full dialectic at work in detective fiction* Dispositions of IMlvldual 
authors and their perception of social environaent affect the iaage of aelieu 
and aodiJTy characterisation , The fraaework, however, is a genre historical in 
origin but now autonoaous to the point that It can be bent and adapted but 
not fundaaentallj altered unless the author ceases to write detective stories 
all together* 
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Footnotes 

S«s the Intx^ueiion to Great Short Series of Dfitftetien. Mystftry and Horror 
(Londoni GollAfLOB , 1928) • 

"Ihe SSa^e Art of ^^urdsr," Wjs Atlantic Monthly (Dec. 1944). Reprinted In 
22£ S«>cona Chandley Omnltms (LondontHanlsh Ha!iiilton»1962)> pp. 3-15* 

Sea, for exsMpla, Another's Criwe. Fro ^ thi» D^a ry pf inspector Brmee (WYiCBr.r.el3 
1888), Aaong Plnkerton's iianj voliwes Criminal Rflntocences and Petectlve 
Sketches (!l¥iCaraeton»l87$) Is a convenient illustration. 

Dha ao0t influential essay In my^ consl£ieratlon of literary Imperatives Is 
Iqr •Tohn C. Caweltit "Mjrth, Symbol, and Formula,** Journal o^ ^^V^*}^r Culture 
8 (Sumar 1974), 1-9* 

For defvelopsant of this point see John M. ReUly, *"Ihe Politics of Tough 
Guy Mysteries," ^ University of Dayton Rlfview 10 (Sui»cr 1973). 25-31. 



